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THE PROVINCES
DURING THE
INTERREGNUM OF 1688-1689
Eng James's Flight
and its
Consequences
Lionel Glassey

^
t is perhaps somewhat eccentric to contribute to a
J ^ J'
collection devoted to the life and reign of KingJames II
^
of England an essay of which the principal theme is the
absence from the scene of King James. The main emphasis in what
follows will be the response of the English and Welsh localities to the
unexpected and calamitous disappearance of the King on the night of
10-11 December 1688. James's departure, carried out with the
intention of leaving the shores of the British Isles and of seeking refuge
at the court of Louis XIV of France, naturally induced a widespread
sense of dismay. As much as anything, this was because the political
crisis that had gripped the nation since the autumn seemed, in the first
ten days of December, to be moving towards an acceptable resolution.
At the time of the invasion of the Prince of Orange and the concentra
tion of James's army at Salisbury in early and mid-November, a new
civU war had been the predicted outcome. But James's retirement from
Salisbury on 24 November and the opening of negotiations between his
representatives and those of the Prince of Orange at Hungerford in

212

1650-1850

Berkshire, on 8 December, had together promised a peaceful accom
modation between James and his subjects along the lines set out by the
Prince's Declaration. The threat of war was then replaced by the
prospects, as proposed by the Prince, of a free Parliament and of the
dismissal of the "evil counsellors" who had fatally misled the King
during his reign. The mood of optimism at these developments
abrupdy changed to one of renewed panic as the report spread through
London on the morning of 11 December that the King had left the
palace of Whitehall and could not be found. It was impossible to
predict what the future held in store in the aftermath of the flight of the
King. A coterie of politicians in the Prince of Orange's circle welcomed
the news as opening the way to the assumption of political authority by
William. The Marquis of Halifax had asked Gilbert Burnet at Hungerford, on 9 December, "What if [the King] had a mind to go away?"
Burnet replied, "Nothing was so much to be wished for."' It is barely
possible that Halifax and Burnet had in mind a public withdrawal into
dignified exile byJames, not a furtive escape in the middle of the night.
Be that as it may, the circumstances of the King's departure were
perceived by many contemporary observers to be the preliminary to, at
worst, a sort of Hobbesian dissolution of society into a "state of
nature," in which violence and anarchy would prevail. The reasons for,
and the manner of the King's escape were to condition not only the
general character of the Revolution, but also the short-term conse
quences of the political crisis in the provinces; and it is appropriate first
to consider the King's motives before describing the results of his
flight.

I
It is not clear precisely whenJames decided to leave. On 1 December,
shortly after his return from Salisbury, he told the French ambassador
Barillon that he intended to send the infant Prince of Wales and the
Queen to seek refuge in France, and to follow them as soon as he was

' Gilbert Burnet, History of His Om Tim, ed. Martin J. Routh (Oxford, 1833), 3:341; Helen C.
Foxcroft, A Supplement to Burnet's History of My Own Time (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1902), 300.

King James's Flight

213

assvired of their safety.^ This course of action may have been in his
mind as a possible option from some earlier point, when he was out of
London at Windsor, Salisbury, and Andover between 17 and 26
November. Before then,James had shown little sign of defeatism. He
had regarded the failure of Lord Dartmouth, the admiral commanding
the fleet, to intercept the Dutch invasion force or to prevent the
disembarkation of the Prince's army at Torbay as a serious reverse, but
not as a catastrophe; he had ordered Dartmouth to pursue the Dutch
fleet along the south coast, and to attack it if an opportunity offered.'
If some proportion of William's transport ships could have been
damaged, the campaign might have changed its character; William
would have been trapped in the southwest of England with no obvious
means of retreat. The gentry and aristocracy in the southwestern
counties were, moreover, slow to join William in the ten days or so
after his arrival on 5 November. It was during the last two weeks in
November, which incorporated James's journey to Salisbury to take
command of his army on 17 November and his return to London on
26 November, that James's resolution faltered and then disintegrated.
The news that had reached him had been almost uniformly bad.
Perhaps the greatest disappointment was the failure of the fleet to
inflict damage on the Dutch transports at anchor off the Devon coast.
Lord Dartmouth came close to fulfilling James's, and his own, hopes.
He was on the point of attacking the enemy fleet in mid-November
when a fresh westerly gale sprang up and developed into a storm,
forcing his men-of-war and fireships to seek safety in the open sea and
to abandon any attempt to cut off William's escape route. Dartmouth's
battered ships made their way gradually to Spithead, and he regretfully
reported on 22 November that his contribution to the campaign against
a foreign invader would have to be suspended while he refitted them.^
The Royal Navy had been eliminated as a factor in the defense of the
realm.
In the provinces. Lord Delamer had declared for the Prince of
Orange at a rendezvous near Altrinchamin Cheshire on 15 November.

^ Ffiuifois A.J. Mazure, Histoin de laRaioiittiox de 1688
(Paris, 1825), 3:219; Barillon's
despatch, 1/11 December 1688.
' H[istotical] M[anuscflpts] C[ommission] Dartmouth MSS 1.198;order ofJames II,12 November
1688.
•* HMC Dartmouth MSS 1:271-72: Dartmouth to the King, 22 November 1688.
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Two days later, the Earl of Devonshire, one of the signatories of the
letter of invitation to William, entered Derby, where he was met by
many neighboringgendemen, on his way to Nottingham, where he was
joined by Delamer on 21 November and where he issued a declaration
in favor of a free parliament on 24 November. On 22 November, the
city of York was seized for the Prince by the Earl of Danby and several
other Yorkshire gendemen, and the loyal Governor, Sir John Reresby,
was put under arrest.^ The Earl of Bath, Lord-Lieutenant of Devon and
Cornwall, had expressed his willingness to obey the Prince's commands
on 18 November, and he secured the citadel of Plymouth a few days
later. Almost the only ray of light was the information, in London by
15 November, that the Duke of Beaufort, Lord-Lieutenant of
Gloucestershire, had instructed the militia to intercept Lord Lovelace,
who was on his way to join William with a party of about seventy
followers, and that Lovelace, after a brief skirmish at Cirencester, was
in detention at Gloucester.®
As these events unfolded in the provinces, a number of prominent
army officers and courtiers, including Lord Cornbury, Lord Drumlanrig, the Duke of Grafton, the Duke of Ormond, and Lord Churchill,
defected to the enemy. The loyalty of another experienced general
officer, Percy Kirke, was so suspect that he was arrested and sent to
London.' Prince George of Denmark, the husband of James's younger
daughter Anne, also absconded and joined William. Anne herself left
her lodgings in the Cockpit and made her way, under the protection of
the Bishop of London, in the direction of Nottingham. James learned
that the Princess had absented herself from Whitehall on his return to
London from Salisbury. It was thought at the time that the news of his
daughter's defection affected James more than anything else.
These disasters in the second half of November produced an
effect on the King's psychological state that has frequentiy been
described as something in the nature of a breakdown. He was no longer
confident that his personalliberty or even his life were secure. While he
' David H. Hosfotd, Nottingham, Nobles and the North: Aspects of the Revolution of 1688 (Hamden:
Archon Books, 1976), ch. VI; William A. Speck, "The Revolution of 1688 in the North of
Northern History 2S (1989):188-204; Lionel K. J. Glassey, "The Revolution of 1688 in
the North-West of Engjand," Transactions ofthe Lancashire and Cheshire AntiquarianSociety 86 (1990);
37-51.
' Cal[endar of] S[tate] P[apers] D[omestic] 1687-1689,351,357, 364-65.
' CS?D 1687-1689, 361,362-63.
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had been at Salisbury, the suggestion bad been made that be sbould
proceed to Warminster to review the troops quartered there, and be
bad persuaded himself, with some reason, that this bad been an attempt
to kidnap bim and to convey bim as a prisoner to the Prince's camp.
He bad, be remarked, "read the story of Richard II."* Persistent
nosebleeds suggested a condition of overwork and stress. From
Gwersilt in remote North Wales, Mary Tbelwall told her friend Lady
Sbakerley on the strength of a recendy acquired newsletter that the
King "bad lost bis rest and could not slepe but when be took opiats."'
James's health was a matter of concern not just to bis immediate
entourage, but to bis sympathetic subjects all over the kingdom.
The King's decision to send the Prince of Wales to France met an
unexpected check. The baby was sent to Portsmouth on 25 November,
accompanied by instructions to Lord Dover, the acting governor of the
town, and to Lord Dartmouth, that be was to be transported to France
on board a naval vessel. Dartmouth objected. He was not willing to
connive at sending the heir to the throne out of the country into the
protection of a foreign power. This struck bim as an act of treason and
be was not prepared to take the responsibility for such a grave step.'"
The child was brought back to London, and be and the Queen were
finally put into the care of the Comte de Lau2un, a French courtier
with an erratic past, and conveyed to Gravesend. On the night of 9-10
December, they embarked for France.
There was thus a delay, from the time of the formation of James's
original resolution to depart at, or about the end of November, to the
point at which, having achieved the precondition of safely sending away
the Queen and the Prince of Wales, be could prepare for bis own flight.
This delay meant that the King's activities during the first ten days of
December, the period when the threat of war receded and the prospect
of an accommodation became stronger, were essentially stratagems to
gain time, rather than serious attempts at negotiation. The promise of
writs for a parliament and the conferences at Hungerford bad not been

'The Correspondence ofHeniy Hyde, Ear! of Clarendon, and ofhis Brother, Laurence Hyde, Earl of Rochester,
with the Diaty of Lord Clarendon, ed. Samuel W Singer (London, 1828), 2:211.
' Cheshire R[ecord] 0[ffice], Shakerley MSS. DSS/1/2/6: Mary Thelwall to Lady Shakerley,
"Monday Morning," from internal evidence 17 December 1688.
HMO Dartmouth MSS, 1.215, 220, 224: the King to Dartmouth, 25, 29, 30 November, 1, 5
December 1688; 275-77, 277-78, Dartmouth to the King, 3, 6 December 1688.
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intended to satisfy the nation's grievances or to provide a firm basis for
some future compromise with the Prince of Orange. They had, rather,
been an exercise in hypocritical play-acting by the King, designed to
deceive those of his ministers and friends who were stdll struggling for
a setdement.
The circumstances surrounding the exit of the King thus produced
difficulties for the future. First, his flight was not a spur-of-the-moment
escape inspired by sudden panic. The King's decision to go to France
had been premeditated for possibly as much as a fortnight beforehand.
Some of James's courtiers, notably the Earl of Mulgrave and the Earl
of Ailesbury, claimed—admittedly, many years later in both cases—to
have known of, or suspected, the King's intentions.'^ There had
therefore been some element of deception in the King's behavior
immediately before his departure, which offended some of those who
were among the King's natural friends, but who now felt themselves to
have been duped, most notably the Marquis of Halifax. This was a
consideration that affected politicians and courtiers at the center.
Second, the reports about the King's physical and mental health
provoked a reaction in his favor among those not in the secrets of the
court, who relied for information on newsletters and to whom the news
of the King's disappearance came as a surprise. His escape might
plausibly be interpreted as the response of a King driven beyond
endurance by the malevolence of his enemies. Moreover, James's first
attempt at escape was unsuccessful; he was detained at Faversham on
the coast of Kent, in humiliating circumstances which excited more
concern for his misfortunes. Those who remembered—and who had
forgotten?—that Stuart kings had not always been immune from insult,
violence, and death felt that they could understand and forgive the
King's behavior. Burnet, who was not normally sympathetic to James,
remarked that "all the indignation that people had formerly conceived
against him turned to pity and compassion...some said, he was now a
prisoner, and remembered the saying of King Charles the First, that the
prisons and graves of princes lay not far distant from one another."'^
These sentiments, conscientiously reported by the Whig Burnet, were.

" The W^orksof]ohn Sh^ld, EarlofMulgrave, Marquis ofNoman^ andDukt ofBudungham (London,
1753), 2Tl\—2\ Memoirs of Thomas, Earl of Aikshuty, ed. William E. Buckley (Westminster, 1890),
1:194.
" Burnet, Histoiy, 3:352, 359.
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in the future, to contribute substantially to the dynamic of Jacobitism.
In December 1688 they appealed to many, such as Mary Thelwall in
Wales, who observed events from the provinces without any privileged
insight into the King's actions. Third, James's methods of gaining time
created confusion in the localities. This was especially true of his issue
of writs for a parliament to meet on 15 January 1689, on the advice of
the Council of Peers convened on 27 November immediately after his
return from Salisbury. It is commonly said that James recalled and
burned the writs on the day before his departure. But some writs had
been despatched and a number of constituencies grouped within
certain counties—^Durham, Kent, Lincolnshire, Norfolk, Oxfordshire,
and Yorkshire—had fixed their elections for mid or late December. In
some cases, these abortive elections went ahead anyway in the days
after the news had broken that the King had gone. Fourth, and most
famously, the King sought to sabotage any attempt to convene a
parliament after his departure by dropping the Great Seal into the
Thames as he was transported across it in the early hours of 11
December. This somewhat bizarre gesture was subsequendy regarded
as a symbolic "abdication," butJames had a practical intention. If there
was no Great Seal, then no new officeholders at a senior level could be
appointed, no commissions could be validated, and no writs for a
parliament could be issued.

II
WhenJames was captured at Faversham, Lord Adesbury,who was one of his
gentlemen of the bedchamber, traveled through northern Kent to attend him
with clean clothes. Ailesbury was to recollect, in Jacobite exile many years
later, the violence and disorder that prevailed in mid-December 1688. There
is no reason to suppose that his memory had failed him, or that he was guilty
of exaggerating more than his own contribution to events. He was held up
by a large crowd at Dartford, and warned of a "plundering mob" ahead. At
Rochester, men had begun to break down the bridge to seal off the town, and
the mayor, "half dead with fear," said that he had not been to bed for three
nights "for fear of having his throat cut by Irish papists." At Chatham and
Sittingbourne, Ailesbury found women and children "crying at their
doors.. .choosing rather to be murthered there than in their beds." Everyone
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with whom he came into contact seemed to think that neighboring towns
were on fire and the streets were running with blood.
The attitudes that Ailesbury encountered in Kent prevailed in
many parts of England and Wales. The principal fear was that the
Catholics, and especially the Irish soldiers recently recrtoited into
James's army, were about to massacre the civilian population as a kind
of retaliation against the Protestants for driving away the Catholic King.
The news that Lord Feversham had irresponsibly disbanded the army
on the King's orders on 11 December, thus throwing the soldiers on
the countryside without pay or rations, gave some justification for these
apprehensions."
Newsletters, private letters, and diaries record numerous manifes
tations of the "Irish" panic. Warrington Bridge over the Mersey was
barricaded to hinder the progress into Lancashire of an alleged force of
Irish soldiers who had, it was rumored, massacred Birmingham and
burned Stafford.'^ There were likewise reports of massacres and fires
at Derby, Northampton, Grantham, Newark, and Ripon." At Leeds,
Ralph Thoresby recorded a rumor that Nottingham, Beeston, Halifax,
and Huddersfield had been burned.'^ The roads into the village of
Ampthill, near Ailesbury's country house, were barricaded with carts
when the story spread that the nearby towns of Bedford, Luton, and
Dunstable, and also "Owborne" [Woburn], had all been set on fire."
The Council of Peers at Whitehall met at 3 A. M. on 13 December to
investigate an account that "a great number of Irish" had burnt
Uxbridge and "put all to the sword."" In some places, the Protestant
population sought to forestall Catholic violence by a show of force,and
anti-Catholic riots and mob violence were announced from a variety of
places, including Portsmouth, Lincoln, Norwich, and South Wales; it
was said in Lincolnshire that "the rabble are plundering our neighbor

" Memoirs of Ailesbury, 1:202-07.
" OriginalLetlers Illustrative ofBritishHistory, SecondSeries, ed. Henry Ellis (London,1827), 4:172-73.
HMC he Fleming MSS, 229.
" HMC Duke of heeds MSS, 28-29.
" The Diary of'Ralph Thoresiy, F. R. S., ed. Joseph Hunter, Henry Colbum, and Richard Bentley
(London, 1830), 1:190-91.
" Memoirs of Ailesbury,1:200
" Robert Beddard, A Kingdom rvithout a King: TheJournal ofthe Provisional Governmentin the Revolution
of 1688 (Oxford: Phaidon Press, 1988), 84.
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Catholics every day."^" Dover Castle was seized by a party of seamen
without officers. On his return from Kent, the King told Barillon that
a "fisherman" governed there "like Maz-Aniello" at Naples in 1647.^^
London itself experienced serious riots involving the destruction of the
Spanish ambassador's house and the sacking of several Catholic chapels
in the days after the King's flight.^
The condition of the provinces and of London seemed therefore
to be one of turmoil and disorder at, and shortly after, the time of the
King's decision to depart. However, only a very few places had, in
reality, been threatened by Irish troops. One such was Chester, where
Colonel Gage's regiment was quartered in late November. The soldiers
had given "great terror and disgusts" to the citizens, and before his
departure the King had expressed his displeasure at their conduct.
Roger Whidey, shortly to be elected one of the members of the
Convention for Chester, recorded in his diary that there had been "high
words...a great Busde, & Confusion...many of the Cittisens fell to
their Armes to preserve the Peace, the streets fuU of the Rabble & very
great disorder...." But the mayor, Whidey and others had eventually
restored calm, and, although Whidey later thought it advisable to arm
himself to defend his house and recorded a false rumor that "a great
party of Irish, and Papists" were marching on Chester, the events he
described fell a long way short of serious bloodshed or massacre.^^ In
any case, the worst of the Chester disturbances were over by the time
of the King's flight. The "Irish" panic in the days after James's
departure was short-lived. It became clear fairly quickly that neighbor
ing towns thought to have been burned had «o/been burned, and that
their streets were not running with blood. The vanguard of the Prince
® Andrew M. Coleby, Central Government and the hocalities: Hampshire 1649—1689 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 189-90; J. W. Fran9ois Hill, Tudor and Stuart Lincoln
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1956), 191;John T. Evans, Seventeenth-Century Norwich:
Politics, Peiigon and Government, 1620-1690 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), 316; Philip
Jenkins, The Making of a Ruling Class: The Glamorgan Gentry, 1640-1790 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1983), 132; Lincolnshire Archive Office, Monson MSS 7/12/62:John Fleck to
Sir John Newton, 16 December 1688.
" Maznre, Histoire, 3:264: Barillon's despatch, n.d., probably 17/27 December 1688.
" Tim Harris, "London Crowds and the Revolution of 1688," in Eveline Cruickshanks, ed., Py
Forceorty Default?The Revolution ofl688-1689 (Edinburgh:John Donald Publishers, 1989), 44-64.
" B[ritish] L[ibrary], Additional] MSS 36913, f. 300: six Cheshire Deputy-Lieutenants to Lord
Middleton,n.d. [November1688];Pfublic] R[ecord] 0[ffice],W.0.4/l,f. 116: William Blathwayt
to Lieutenant-Colonel Molyneux, 29 November 1688;Bodl[eian Library, Oxford], MS. Eng. Hist.
C. 711, fos 99,100: diary of Roger Whitley, 27 November, 12 December, 15 December 1688.
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of Orange's army reached London on 17 December and helped to
extinguish the remains of the rioting there. By about that time, it was
coming to be recognixed that the violence of the preceding days had
been unnecessary and regrettable.

Ill
The Council of Peers which met as an emergency executive at the Guildhall
on 11 December, and at Whitehall on 12 December and subsequent days,
attempted to queU disorder by ordering the regiments of the army to keep
together and to maintain their discipline under Protestant officers, and to
assist the civil magistrates when required to do so. ProtestantJustices of the
Peace, Deputy-Lieutenants and constables were instructed to execute their
respective offices to preserve the public peace, with the assistance of the
militia and the sheriffs'/orri? comitatus ii necessary. These orders were issued
on the morning of 12 December. Later directives, for example that of 14
Deceniber appointing the town of Barnet as a rendezvous for lately
disbanded Irish troops, required Justices of the Peace and constables to assist
in implementing them, implying that these office holders were expected to
continue to fulfil their duties.The King, on his return to London on 16
December, held a Council meeting at which it was ordered that "Lord
Lieutenants, Deputy Lieutenants, Justices of the Peace, Mayors,
constables, and all other Officers whom it may concern" were to
endeavor to prevent the destruction of property, plundering, riot, and
tumult.^^ Subsequently, after the King's second, successful fUght to
France from Rochester on the night of 22-23 December, another
meeting of Lords Spiritual and Temporal at Westminster requested the
Prince of Orange to take upon him all military and civil administration,
and the Prince responded with a proclamation inviting "Sheriffs,
Justices of the peace, and other Officers and Ministers (not being
Papists)" to continue in their places.^®
There was, therefore, an attempt by the emergency bodies meeting
in London to restore and then maintain order in the localities hy
instructing legitimately qualified officeholders to continue to act. The

Beddard, Kingdom, 75—16,107.
" [Edmund Bohun], the Histoiy of the Desertion (London, 1689), 102.
^ Beddard, Kingdom, 166-67; [Bohun], Histoij, 119.
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assumption that such officeholders were available and willing to
perform their duties was, however, somewhat optimistic. King James's
successive revisions of the personnel of local government in the towns
and counties during the course of his reign had produced hy the
autumn of 1688 a chaotic situation in which it was hy no means clear
who was in office and who was not.
This was especially the case with regard to the towns. The majority
of corporations had surrendered their charters in the face of the threat
of a writ of quo warranto in the mid-1680s. The new charters which
replaced the old ones had empowered the monarch to vet the results
of municipal elections, and James's government had regulated the
corporations severely in 1687-88 in preparation for the parliamentary
elections he had planned for the winter of 1688—9. The news of Dutch
preparations to invade had thrown this policy into reverse,and the new
charters were cancelled hy proclamation on 17 October unless the
surrender of the old charter had already been enrolled in Chancery.
This tended to produce more, not less, confusion. At the time of the
Dutch invasion and the King's flight, many corporations were in the
throes of a painful transition from an opportunist municipal regime
installed hy James's regulators to a restored oligarchy of the eUte
families familiar from Charles II's time. This changeover would, more
often than not, he complicated hy technical legal arguments about the
validity or otherwise of the old and new charters. Even if the restora
tion of the traditional elite proceeded smoothly, the newly installed
officeholders had no sooner taken the oath of allegiance to the King
than they learned that the King had gone.^^ One small incident at
Wigan illustrates the atmosphere of bemused muddle in which the
towns conducted their affairs in the winter of 1688—9. Following the
recovery of the old charter in October, the surviving officeholders
from the date of the surrender of that charter presided over the
election of a new mayor; and then, anxious to do the right thing, they
administered to him not only the oaths of supremacy and allegiance,
hut also an oath abjuring what was described phonetically as the
"Solemn Legall Covenant."^®

" Paul D. Halliday, Dismmbering the Bo/fy Vohtic: Partisan PaUtics in England's Toms, 16S0-1730
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), ch. 7, especially 257-60.
" Wigan RO, AB/CL 61: court leet rolls, Michaelmas 1688.
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The situation in the counties in constitutional terms was perhaps
a little more clear than in the towns, though it was no less confused in
practice. The Lord-Lieutenant, appointed by a commission under the
Great Seal, presided over the militia.James had appointed Catholic or
crypto-Catholic Lord-Lieutenants, and had dispensed them from taking
the appropriate oaths, in fourteen counties in 1687-8. For the most
part these unqualified Lords-Lieutenant were dismissed in the autumn
of 1688, but their replacements found it difficult to enlist disgruntled
gentlemen as Deputy-lieutenants or to mobilize an effective armed
force. In some cases, such as that of Essex, where the Earl of Oxford
supplanted the Catholic Lord Petre in October, the new Lord-Lieuten
ant was reluctant to take up office against himself.^' Even in those
counties where the Lord-Lieutenancy had remained in Protestant hands
through James's reign, the militia had been neglected. It could supply
little in the way of defense against William's invasion, and only
rudimentary peacekeeping provision during the disturbances following
the King's departure.^
The Lord-Lieutenant was often, though not quite invariably, also
the Custos Rotulorum in the same county. The office of Custos
Rotulorum was largely honorific, but it conventionally (and controver
sially) carried with it one significant power, that of noininating the
important executive office of Clerk of the Peace. In some counties in
the autumn of 1688, a newly appointed, or newly restored, Custos
Rotulorum might wish to change a Clerk of the Peace put in place by
his predecessor, and again there would be confusion as the new Clerk
of the Peace and his small staff of assistants and deputies qualified
themselves to act by taking the oaths before seeking to recover the
various minute books, order books, and other papers necessary to the
work of quarter sessions. Two counties in which routine administration
may have been dislocated during the winter of 1688-89 for this reason
were Staffordshire and Radnorshire.^'

® The Autohiogrt^fy of SirJohn Bramston, ed. Lord Braybrooke (Camden Society, First Series, 32,
1845), 325-26.
'"John K.'^tiVem,Monarch/ andBevolution: TheEngBsh Statein the
(London: Bland ford Press,
1972), 272-73.
" CSPD 1687-89, 173-74; CSPD 1688-90, 32 (Staffordshire); HMC Portland MSS, 3:433: Sir
Edward Harley to the Lords Commissioners of the Great Seal, 15 March 1689 (Radnorshire;the
original of this letter in the British Library [formerly BL, Loan 29/184, f. 180] specifically
complains that Harley's Clerk of the Peace, Nehemiah Kettleby, was "thrust out" at the same time
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The office of sheriff was also of importance in the counties,
because it was the sheriff who empaneled the grand and petty j\aries of
freeholders for assizes and quarter sessions. The sheriff also convened
the county covirt in which parliamentary elections for the county took
place, and he acted as the returning officer. Sheriffs were appointed
annually, in the autumn, at a Privy Council in which the King chose, or
"pricked," one name out of a list of three provided locally by each
county. In November 1687, a newsletter had reported the nomination
of fifteen CathoUc sheriffs.^^The corresponding ceremony in 1688 took
place on 5 November, the day on which the Prince of Orange landed
at Torbay, when James's attempts to reverse his earlier program were
in full swing; some attempt seems to have been made to choose
suitably qualified Protestant gentlemen.^^ But not all of them were
willing to serve, or to take the oaths, and some neglected to do so.
Others, such as Sir Thomas Grosvenor in Cheshire, might wish to
stand as a parliamentary candidate, which was thought to be incompati
ble with holding the office of sheriff.^'' The result, in some counties,
was that during the interregnum period after 11 December a Catholic
sheriff might still notionally have been in office. Warwickshire is an
example of a county where this appears to have happened; Sir WiUiam
Boughton, "pricked" on 5 November 1688, did not take out his patent,
and Ralph Sheldon, the Catholic incumbent, was not finally replaced
until April 1689.^'
The county justices of the peace were the officeholders in the
localities on whom the regime at the center principally relied in normal
times for the preservation of law and order. In the abnormal circum
stances of the autumn and winter of 1688-89, the difficulty of knowing
who was, and who was not, entided to act as a justice of the peace was
acute. Slightly less than a third of the counties in England and
Wales—18 out of 58—had not received a new commission of the
peace since before the point at whichJames had realized that the Prince
of Orange intended an invasion and that it was necessary to change his
as his own dismissal as Custos).
BL, Add. MSS 34515, f. 33; newsletter, 18 November 1687.
" PRO, PC 2/72,789; Privy Council register, 5 November 1688.
^ Bodl. MS Eng Hist. C. 711, f. 101;diary of Roger Whitley, 11January 1689.
" Wanvick Ceunty Records, Will,Quarter Sessions Records, Trinity 1682 to 'Epiphany 1690, ed. Harold
C. Johnson (Warwick: Warwickshire County Coundl, 1953), bcii; PRO, PC 2/72, 548, 789; PC
2/73, 50, 69, 72; Privy Council Register.
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program. In these counties, a commission of the peace from earlier in
James's reign remained in force, and the Justices continued to be a
mixture of unqualified CathoHcs, Protestant Dissenters, and compliant
Anglicans willing to sacrifice the penal laws and the Test Acts. A new
commission of the peace had been sealed for the other forty counties
at some point in October or November,in which an attempt was made
to restore at least some of the Church of England gentlemen who had
earlier been purged. But the new commission might not reach
immediately the county to which it was directed. When it did, the
gendemen restored in it would have to be sworn before they could act,
and this was a complicated procedure requiring a writ of dedimus
potestatem to those empowered to administer the oaths, plus the
payment of fees. In some counties the newly appointed Justices felt
themselves unable to serve the King as long as other Justices disquali
fied by law remained on the bench.^®
The dislocation of local government may have been less apparent
to contemporaries, other than those directly concerned, in the counties
compared to the towns. The municipal corporations maintained a more
or less continuous existence for administrative purposes. County
justices of the peace performed their duties independently, or in
conjunction with a neighboring justice. They met in a body only when
they came together in quarter sessions four times a year, at Epiphany,
Easter, Trinity, and Michaelmas. Michaelmas sessions had last been
held in October 1688, before the invasion, when, whatever rumors had
been circulating about Dutch intentions, James had still been firmly
seated on his throne. The next quarter sessions, at Epiphany, fell due
in the second week of January 1689. This coincided exactly with the
dates fixed for the elections to the Convention, held at the invitation
of the Prince of Orange by the authority of his circular letters to the
constituencies. By then, the fears associated with the "Irish" panic had
died down, and the localities were adjusting to the substitution (still
assumed by some people to be temporary) of the Prince of Orange for
the King as the de facto government at the center.

" Lionel K.J. Glassey, Politics andthe Appointmentof Justices ofthe Peace, 1675-1720 (Oxford; Oxford
University Press, 1979), 94—98.
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IV
It is beyond the scope of this essay to attempt a comprehensive survey of
quarter sessions at Epiphany 1689 in all the counties of England and Wales.
However, it is instructive to consider a group of counties for which full
records stirvive, to observe how those justices of the peace who conceived
themselves to be able legitimately to act met the challenge of a hiatus in the
continuity of government.
Since the Restoration of 1660, it had been very unusual, though not
absolutely unheard of, for a county to miss a meeting of quarter sessions for
any reason. Shropshire and Hampshire were untypical in that there was no
meeting of Trinity quarter sessions in the summer of 1688. It might have
been expected that more counties would have allowed their quarter sessions
to lapse in the exceptional circumstances of Epiphany 1689. In fact, most
counties held a meeting of some description capable of being recorded. Only
in Shropshire (again) and probably Wiltshire does it seem that there was no
quarter sessions at all. In the case of Wiltshire, there is a heading in the draft
minute book indicating that a meeting was fixed for 15January at Salisbury,
but the list of those attending (the "coram list," from the Latin word which
introduces it) is a blank space." No reference to any sessions appears in
the separate order book, and the quarter sessions great roll, in normal
times a bulky collection of recogni2ances, presentments, and other
miscellaneous legal and administrative papers, consists of three
certificates to the effect that Thomas Dennett, Mayor of Wilton,
Jonathan Hill, Mayor of Salisbury, and one other had taken the
sacraments according to the rites and usages of the Church of England.
These gendemen had presumably turned up at Salisbury to find an

" Norma Landau has, very properly, warned against the acceptance of the names in the coram list
as necessarily a precise indication of whichJustices attended; the list conventionally ends"et aliis"
and in cases where the names were fitted into a blank space left in a previously prepared heading,
or where the clerk of the peace invariably stopped after inscribing twelve names, as in Kent, there
is a need for caution. Norma Landau, The Justices of the Peace, 1679-1760 (Berkeley; University of
California Press, 1984), 261-62. Against this, it might be argued that the practice of the clerks of
the peace in different places tended to vary, that it is usually possible to judge how conscientious
they were in recordingnames over a sequence of sessions,and thatmany coimties have more than
one coram list for the same sessions ^n, for example, a draft minute book and an order book) so
that comparisons can be made. Although not wholly reliable, the coram lists are unlikely to be very
seriously misleading; At the least, those who were said to have attended almost certainly did.
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untenanted bench of magistrates, but had prudendy left their certifi
cates behind them anyway.^®
Elsewhere, some justices of the peace did attend, though the
amount of business they conducted was slight. As many as twelve
justices were' present at Norfolk sessions on 15 January, the day
following the return for the county election to the Convention.
However, there was no gaol delivery list and no list of persons brought
forward from the previous sessions to answer charges against them.
Only two informations were entered, and the court was not adjourned,
as was usual, to King's Lynn or Walsingham.®' Nine justices appeared
at Bruton for Somerset quarter sessions, also on 15 January, which in
Somerset was the same day as the uncontested county election. These
nine included six, headed by Viscount Fitzhardinge,who had signed an
address pledging allegiance to the Prince of Orange on 15 November
1688; one former adherent of the rebel Duke of Monmouth, William
Strode of Street, who had been pardoned in 1687; a Catholic gentle
man, Thomas Littleton; and one other. Again, little business was
done.'"
The attendance in some other medium-to-large counties similar to
Norfolk and Somerset was rather less. Five Justices conducted Devon
quarter sessions at Exeter on 15 January, four of whom (Thomas
Reynell, John Quick, Hugh Stafford, and Richard Duke) had also been
present at the preceding sessions at Michaelmas 1688. Business had
been heavy at that Michaelmas sessions, with 37 orders relating to the
hearth tax alone, and several routine orders relating to maimed soldiers,
settlements, apprentices, and the repair of bridges. At the following
Epiphany sessions in 1689, there were only six orders: one for the relief
of a maimed soldier, one to swear constables, two for poor relief, one
to the county treasurer to pay the governor of the workhouse, and one

" David C. Cox, "Coimty Government, 1603-1714," Victoria County History of Shropshire, III
(1979), 95-6; Coleby, Central Government and the hocalities, 174; Wiltshire RO, A 2/9/15: minute
book, 1688-94, iinf.; A llXhldr. order book, 1679-1694, iinf.; quarter sessions great roll,
Epiphany 1689. Two more counties which appear not to have held quarter sessions at Epiphany
1689, though 1 have not personally verified their records, are Sussex and Suffolk.
Norfolk RO, C/Sl/10: quarter sessions minute book, 1684—1693, unf. There is a break in the
sequence of Norfolk order books between 1681 and Trinity 1689.
Somerset RO, CQ 2 2/3 (3): quarter sessions minute book,1688-1708, f. 40; Emanuel Green,
The March of William of Orange through Somerset, with a notice of other local events in the time of King James
JI,A. D. 1688 (London; privately printed, 1892), 44-45, 56-58.
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concerning the case of a husband who had neglected his wife and
deserted his trade in order to "wander up and down" the neighboring
county of Cornwall. No judicial business seems to have been under
taken, and the court ordered a sequence of adjournments, in the course
of which a Topsham brickmaker was bound over in the sum of £20 for
"affronting Justice Quick in the execution of his office" and three
persons of Great Torrington were bound over in various sums for
"threatening to burn houses down.'"**
Both Gloucestershire and Herefordshire followed a broadly similar
pattern to Devon. Six justices appeared on the Gloucestershire bench,
of whom five had been active as justices in the spring and summer of
1688.^^ At Herefordshire sessions, where four justices attended, the
compiler of the minute book (presumably the clerk of the peace or his
deputy) added some distinctive touches. The heading of the record of
each sessions for every county was a standard Latin formula, and at
Epiphany 1689 itwas everywhere assumed that Kingjames was still the
King; the Convention had not yet decided that he had "abdicated," and
January 1689 was still "anno quarto Jacobi secundi" The Herefordshire
heading, however, added a phrase to the effect that on this occasion
quarter sessions was taking place "under the protection of WHUam
Henry, Prince of Orange." Moreover, the record of the previous
sessions at Michaelmas 1688 concludes with the unconventional phrase
"Quarter Sessions] is dissolved." The activity at Epiphany sessions
1689 was prosaically confined to an order to pay the workmen engaged
on the building of the new county gaol, and the postponement of a
judgment on a special verdict relating to the hamlet of Fownhope to an
adjourned sessions in March.'**
In the idiosyncratic county palatine of Lancashire, every quarter
sessions followed a circuit within the county over a short space of time.
Beginning at Lancaster, the court would regularly adjourn itself to
Preston, then to either Ormskirk or Wigan, and finally to Manchester,
the whole process taking nine or ten days. A justice might attend at
more than one of these centers, but it was unusual for any Justice to go

Devon RO, quartet sessions order book 1686-1693, vmf.
Gloucestershire RO, Q/SO 2: quarter sessions order book, 1681-1690, f. 159.
Hereford and Worcester County RO (Hereford), Q/SM/2: Herefordshire quartet sessions
minute book, 1685-1691, fos 57-58; Q/SO/2: Herefordshire quarter sessions order book,
1673-1679, f. 250.
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to more than two of them. At Epiphany sessions in 1689, four justices
appeared at Lancaster, four at Preston, six at Wigan, and three at
Manchester. Ralph Longworth was present at Lancaster, Preston, and
Wigan; Sir Richard Standish at Preston, Wigan, and Manchester; and
Thomas Greenhalgh at Wigan and Manchester, so the total number of
individuals attending Lancashire sessions was twelve. These gendemen
seem to have engaged in more activity than was usual elsewhere. They
administered oaths to each other, to a large number of lesser office
holders, and especially to newly appointed hundred and parish
constables who were replacing unqualified Catholics for the remainder
of the year. The Lonsdale constables were required at the Lancaster
meeting to inform themselves of unlicensed badgers and maltsters. At
Preston the accounts for the repair of a bridge were audited. At Wigan,
some earlier settlement orders, including one made by a Catholic
Justice, William Molyneux, were approved. At Manchester, subcommit
tees of gentlemen were invited to view a number of highways and
bridges, and to estimate the costs of repair. The volume of business
was less than was usual, but the Lancashire Justices appear to have
attempted to maintain a conscientious routine. One indication of crisis
conditions emerged at Preston, however:
Upon the petition of James Haworth and Gyles Bolton
Constables of Balckborne now exhibited to this Court laying
downe that in the extraordinarieJuncture of affaires and the
Rumour and reports of the Irish putting all to fire and sword
they were put to Necessarie charges for the use of the towne
and the publick good since which tyme some persons there
give it out that they are unwilling to contribute their propor
tions to the said Constables' Charges.
The Court therefore authorized the constables to levy a rate to cover
their extraordinary expenses.''^
In two counties, Worcestershire and Oxfordshire, there is some
evidence that the confused and turbulent circumstances of the period
of the Revolution encouraged an original form of crime. Among the
Worcestershire quarter sessions files is a collection of depositions

** Lancashire RO, QSO 2/57: quarter sessions order book, 1688-89, unf.
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sworn before Thomas Vernon, J.P., to the effect that a group of
malefactors, meeting at the Swan alehouse at Hanley, had forged an
order purporting to come from Lord Delamer, then in arms in support
of the Prince of Orange. The forgers claimed to have been empowered
to call upon the assistance of local officeholders when seizing horses,
arms, or any other goods from Roman Catholics. Brandishing this
document, they had extorted £5 and some bacon from Richard
Sherlock's house at Hanley Castle before the fraud was detected. A
copy of the alleged "warrant" is in the file; it is grotesquely funny, but
William Rumney, the constable of Hanley, adtnitted that he had been
deceived by it.'*^ The Oxfordshire case was very similar. Edward Hayes,
an apothecary from Dublin, with assistance from three others, an
nounced that he had been licensed by Lord Lovelace to search the
houses of Popish recusants and to take from them money and goods.
The steward of Mr. Farmer of Ducmore, "a reputed Papist," deposed
that Hayes and his friends had stolen three guns, two bags of money,
two horses, a saddle, two periwigs, and at least one pair of boots.
However, the nerve of one of the accomplices, one Philip Mudd, gave
way, and he confessed that they "pretended to be the Prince's men
and.. .that what he did was for want of mony.'"'^ It is open to conjec
ture how many similar enterprises went undetected and unpunished;
Macaulay refers, from a source not readily traceable from his footnotes,
to "pirates" who infested theThames and "under pretence of searching
for arms or delinquents, rummaged every boat that passed.'"*^
This evidence from a random group of counties is far from
comprehensive; it would be difficult to draw systematic conclusions
from it without examining more counties in different parts of the
country. Even so, an impression emerges. Most counties, though not
all, held a sessions at which it was assumed that James was still King.
A handful of justices conceived it to be their duty to preserve continu
ity and to maintain at least a facade of local government activity. Oaths
of office were administered; an attempt was made, if not exactly to deal

•" Hereford and Worcester County RO (Worcester), BA 1/110/155/69-70: Worcester quarter
sessions files, 1688-9.
* Os^ordshinJusticts of the Peace in the Seventeenth Centmy,ed. Mary S. Gretton (Oxfordshire Record
Society, 16,1934), 99—101.
Lord Macaulay, The Histoty of England, ed. Charles H. Firth (London: Macmillan, 1913-15),
3:1214.
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with routine business as if nothing had happened, at least to transmit
such business through to some future meeting of a fully reconstituted
quarter sessions in conditions of restored legality. James's escape to
France created, not so much a "state of nature" as envisaged by
Hobbes, but rather a vacuum at the center which in turn produced a
condition of "suspended animation" in the localities.

V
When did local government return to a stable routine validated by the
authority, albeit imperfect to those of Jacobite tendencies, of a crowned
monarch in the joint personsof William and Mary? The natural answer would
be that the localities settled back into their regular channels after William and
Mary were proclaimed on 13 February 1689, or perhaps after they were
crowned on 11 ApriL In fact, the crisis in the administration of the localities
persisted well beyond this. During theinterregnum in the winter of 1688—89,
there had been at least some officeholders who could claim to be qualified to
act by the authority of the King, and by oaths that they had taken at some
earlier time, notwithstanding the fact that the King had fled abroad. William
and Mary, on the other hand, began their joint reign with every existing
commission at an end and no sworn officeholders in place. No asskes were
held at the Lent circuit of 1689, because the common law judges had not
been appointed.''® Lists of persons suitable for appointment as sheriffs,
and of gentlemen sufficiently trustworthy to be included in the new
commissions of the peace, had to be drawn up and approved, often by
conflicting political interests within thesame county. Mayors, recorders,
aldermen, stewards, bailiffs, and other municipal officials had to take
new oaths of allegiance and of office. So too did lords-lieutenant,
custodes rotulorum, clerks of the peace, sheriffs, justices of the peace,
and hundred and parish constables. In many cases, writs of dedimus
potestatem had to be sent out to the towns and counties to enable the
oaths to be administered and registered. Commissions had to be drawn
up and passed under the Great Seal; it was usual on the death of a
monarch to continue to use his or her predecessor's Great Seal until a

•"James S. Cockbum,..4 History cfEngUshAssit^es 155S-1714 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1972), 278, 285 n. 36.
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new one could be made, and there was a short delay while new matrices
were cast from the stone molds from which James's Great Seal (now
at the bottom of the Thames) had originally been made.'" Most
officeholders were required to subscribe a declaration against the
doctrine of transubstantiation, and they also needed a certificate that
they had taken the sacraments at a Church of England service. Some
gendemen took time to consider whether they could, in conscience,
take the oaths to the de facto monarchs when the de jure monarch to
whom they had formerly sworn allegiance was still alive. Others
competed strenuously for the available offices. One example of the
manner in which personal and political rivalry held up the restoration
of stable local government was the struggle for the post of custos
rotulorum in Northamptonshire. Viscount Hatton, backed by the Earl
of Nottingham, and Lord Mordaunt, shortiy to become Earl of
Monmouth, both claimed the prize; both had a candidate for the job of
clerk of the peace; the conflict persisted into 1690. Nottingham was
reduced to suggesting that Hatton should acquiesce in appointing Mon
mouth's Clerk of the Peace for the sake of tranqtiillity, and it became
clear that Hatton's candidate was unpopular with the Northampton
shire justices.'"
Of the counties whose quarter sessions at Epiphany 1689 are
discussed above, six—Gloucestershire, Herefordshire, Norfolk,
Shropshire, Oxfordshire, and Lancashire—had no quarter session at
Easter 1689. There are no records at all of any meeting. Four
more—Somerset, Wiltshire, Worcestershire, and Warwickshire—seem
to have made an effort, if only a feeble one. Two justices presented
themselves at Somerset sessions at Ilchester in April, only to adjourn
the meeting to 24 May. Two more justices appeared on 24 May, but
one of them was Thomas Litdeton, and a further adjournment took no
effect, "for that Mr Litdeton is pres\amed to be a Papist and did not
take the Oathes as the Law directs on his first admission to bee a
Justice of peace."'^ Wiltshire managed no better. The names of two
On this question, Hilary Jenkinson, "What Happened to the Great Seal of James 11?" The
AntiquariesJoumalTi (1943):1-13, is convincingly answered by Esmond S. De Beer, "The Great
Seal of James II: A Reply to Sit Hilary Jenkinson," The Antiquaries Journal 42 (1962):81—90.
" BL, Add. MSS 29563, f. 250: Thomas Breton to —, 2 April 1688 [recte1689]; Add. MSS 29594,
fos 143, 147, 153, 157, 172, 180, 194: Nottin^am to Hatton, seven letters variously dated
between 30 March 1689 and 11 February 1690.
" Somerset RO, CQ 2 2/3 (3), fos 44-4: quarter sessions minute book.
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justices appear in a coram list in the heading in the minute book for
Easter sessions at Salisbury, but this heading is followed by two blank
pages. Easter sessions in Wiltshire was normally held at Devizes, not
at Salisbury, and at Trinity sessions in the summer, the parish constable
from the village of Damerham North petitioned to be discharged from
office, as he should have been at Easter, "but having been this year no
quarter sessions there [at Devizes] as usually," he had been obliged to
continue for some months more than the usual year.®^ Four Warwick
shire Justices found that, once again, no business could be done for
want of a sheriff." The evidence for Easter quarter sessions in
Worcestershire is vestigial to the point of invisibility; it consists of a
letter from John Hinckley, J. P., in answer to an appeal from the clerk
of the peace to himself and to Robert Foley that they should come if
possible. Hinckley's response was not encouraging. He did not want to
appear at the sessions, because
tis supposed there will be none. Indeed I tremble at the
thoughts of this sad Journey at this season,except there be an
absolute necessity. If there be any sessions, I pray draw up 2
Recognisances, and put my hand to them.^'*
In only one of the counties whose records I have examined—^Devon,
where sevenJustices turned up at Exeter—^was there an Easter quarter
sessions." A number of other counties where the records have been
consulted at second hand preserve some indication that business took
place; these would include Derbyshire, Breconshire, and Buckingham
shire, and no doubt there might have been some others as well."

Wiltshire RO, A 2/9/15, unf.; quarter sessions minute book; quarter sessions great roll,Trinity
1689. There is no great roll at all for Easter 1689.
Wanvick Count) Records 8,1682—1690, ed.Johnson, 250.
Hereford and Worcester county RO (Worcester), BA 1/110/157/59:John Hinckley to George
Twitty, Clerk of the Peace, 24 April [1689], in the Worcestershire quarter sessions files.
Devon RO, quarter sessions order book, 1686-1693, unf.
" John C Cox, Three Centuries cf Deriyshire Annals, as Illustrated ly the Records of Quarter Sessions
(London: Bemrose Press, 1890), 1:309; T. H. Lewis, "Attendances of Justices and Grand Jurors
at the Courts of Quarter Sessions in Wales," Transactions of the Honourable Society of Cymmrodorion
(1944 for session 1942), 114—16; County of Buckingham: Calendar to the Sessions Records, 1678—1718,
ed. William Le Hardy and Geoffrey L. Reckitt (Aylesbury, 1933-51), 1; 283-86.1 am grateful to
Ms. Zoe Bliss of Nottingham Trent University for confirming that four Justices attended a
meeting of Derbyshire quarter sessions at Easter 1689.
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The inability of so high a proportion of the counties in the sample
to provide for their quarter sessions at Easter 1689 is iQuminating.
Local government took time to recover fromJames's severe regulation
of office holding during his reign, from his bungled attempts to restore
the status quo in the autumn of 1688, from his abandonment of the
kingdom, and from the quasi-anarchic character of the panic and
destruction in theimmediate aftermath of his flight. A mood of gloomy
insecurity prevailed which was well expressed by the Bishop of
Hereford, writing on the day after James's departure. "I do very much
fear we are far from a safe condition," he told Archbishop Bancroft,
"the violent courses likely to be taken prognostick unto me much of
danger sooner or later... .The Chances of Warr are very hazardous."He
added piously that "God's Protection is always safe to those that rely
on it"; but the Bishop could not disguise an anxiety which was echoed
throughout the nation." The violence of mid-December 1688 was, in
the event, short-Uved, but it was succeeded by a period of inactivity in
the conduct of the ordinary legal and administrative processes of
government in the provinces which lasted, in many places, until the
summer of 1689. Only then did assizes and quarter sessions (in,
probably, a majority of the counties) begin to deal with a formidable
backlog of unfinished business and to resume something like a normal
routine. Many of the towns were still locked into disputes over which
of their charters authorized the conduct of their corporate Ufe. The
long-term consequences of James's flight are familiar to all students of
British history; the short-term consequences for the English and Welsh
provinces, paradoxically, were that the post-Revolution regime was
particularly weak and vulnerable when it was struggling to establish
itself in the localities in the first six months or so of its existence.

" Bodl. MS. Tanner 28, f. 200: Bishop of Hereford to Archbishop Sancroft,12 December 1688.

